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ABSTRACT

The MEDLARS (Medical Literature Analysis and Retrieval System) Project grew out
of the National Library of Medicine Index Mechanization Project of 1958-60, previously
reported. Work on MEDLARS has been in progress for over two years, and the system
should be operational at the beginning of 1964. MEDLARS is a computerized information
retrieval system with three major types of products: (1) one-shot demand searches on
questions of great complexity, (2) recurring bibliographies in special fields of the medical
sciences, and (3) composition of a comprehensive periodical index, the Index Medicus.

SIX years ago, in 1957, the staff of the National Library of Medicine
began to plan ways of mechanizing the composition of the old Current
List of Medical Literature. Although none of us who were involved in
the planning then realized it, it is now clear that the seeds of the MEDLARS
project were being sown in that early effort.
MEDLARS is a handy acronym which stands for Medical Literature

Analysis and Retrieval System. It is a name which might have been applied
to the earlier effort, but wasn't. What that name has come to mean is the
substance of our discussion this morning. While originally the name stood
for an idea and a goal, today its meaning is established by the realities
of the ongoing system which has been developed over the last several years.
The outstanding characteristics of the system are flexibility, high speed

of performance, and the ability to cope with very large numbers of biblio-
graphic citations. As we considered these desired characteristics, we arrived
early at the conclusion that only in a digital computer could we expect
to find the machine capabilities needed.
What we had been doing was compiling a large number of bibliographic

citations with suitable subject controls, at a very high cost in terms of
man-hours and dollars, and then freezing this hard-won store into a single
massive output, the Index Medicus. Important as the Index Medicus
was, and will continue to be, we needed in addition the capability of ma-

nipulating this store rapidly to form subsidiary products, arranged ac-

cording to one or another subject axis in a special field, in order to provide
the specialized bibliographic services which were being demanded from
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all sides. We wanted, in effect, to be able to slice our pie in any direction
we might desire, without having any cut affect the choice of subsequent
cuts which might be made.
By the summer of 1960, we had reached a point where we were ready

to write out, in considerable detail, the specifications for the system we
needed, in terms of its performance capabilities. By the end of that year
we had completed these specifications. In the spring of 1961, we sent out
letters of invitation, including the specifications, to some seventy-two
engineering and systems companies, asking for proposals on the develop-
ment of the system. There were twenty-five proposals received, and that
of the General Electric Company was selected as being most suitable. In
August 1961 the General Electric Company, on contract to the National
Library of Medicine, began working on what was conceived of as a two-
year developmental program.
This program was divided into three phases. Phase I ran for six months,

and covered detailed exploration of the parameters of the system, refine-
ment of notions as to capabilities wanted and their underlying machine
analogs, and preliminary design of the system, with an outline of the
machine configuration required.

Phase II, following immediately and beginning in February 1962, cov-
ered the detailed design of the system, including stabilization of system con-
cepts, detailed programming of the computer operations, and the writing
of specifications for special equipment and initiation of its procurement.
The final phase, Phase III, began in February of this year, and covers
implementation of the system. The computer which is the heart of the
system was delivered to the Library in March. The proving-out of com-
puter programs is well advanced, citations are being loaded into the
computer store, and we have now actually carried some of the citations
through all of the system modules and printed them out at the end of the
process. As far as equipment goes, the system installation is complete
except for a special output printing device which is to be delivered next
month.
We expect to complete testing of the system during the next few months.

If all goes well, the January 1964 issue of the Index Medicus will be ready
to emerge from the system at the end of this year. It may be that this will
mark the beginning of a new era in medical bibliography.
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